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Abstract 
This article considers the issues associated with the use of quota systems for 
the employment of workers with a disability. It examines the use and 
experiences of such quotas in Italy, Russia and the United Kingdom. Italy has a 
long established quota for the employment of such workers, whilst the modern 
Russian system it is a more recent innovation. In contrast the UK abandoned its 
quotas in the 1990s. We draw on the experiences of the three countries to 
consider generally whether the use of quotas is either an acceptable means of 
encouraging employers to take on disabled workers, or is necessary to achieve 
this objective. 
 
Introduction 
This paper is concerned with considering the use of employment quotas as a 
means of providing employment for workers with a disability. We use a 
comparative method in order to assess the legislative approach to the disability 
quota systems of Italy, the Russian Federation (Russia) and the United 
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Kingdom (UK). The adopted approach is an evolutionary one seeking to capture 
the dynamics of the legislative trajectory in these three contrasting countries. 
The choice of these countries is influenced by so called ‘the most different 
nations design’ strategy in comparative studies (Dogan and Pelassy,1990: 126-
131). The differences between Italy, the Russian Federation and the UK are not 
limited only by a divergence of legal traditions as well as political, cultural and 
socio-economic conditions. In our case the distinction in legislative attitude to 
the disability quota system is even more important. Thus, in contrast to modern 
Russia which introduced quotas for disabled people in a context of a market 
economy only a few decades ago, Italy and the UK first adopted disability quota 
schemes in the 1940s but they are very distinctive in their trajectories. Italy, for 
example, continues to adopt and develop a quota scheme, whilst the UK 
abolished it two decades ago on the ground of its ineffectiveness. It is 
suggested that comparative analysis of the disability quotas’ experience in 
these three contrasting countries will help to identify whether a disability quota 
system is a replacement for or a useful addition to the social model (Oliver, 
2013: 1024-1026) approach favoured by disability campaigners. 
In this paper we firstly consider the problems associated with intra country 
comparisons on this subject, particularly in regard to the definition of disability 
and the availability of reliable statistics. We then consider the use of quotas 
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within the context of disability and how this fits in with the medical and social 
models of disability and the wider approach to tackling discrimination based 
upon disability. Next we consider the trajectories of quota policies in the three 
countries leading to discussion and conclusions about their utility in assisting 
people with disabilities in the employment sector. Our conclusion is that it is not 
possible to show the effectiveness or otherwise of quota policies in isolation 
from other policies but that quota policies for encouraging the employment of 
people with disabilities do not encourage the view that the disabilities should not 
be an impediment to workers openly competing in the labour market on the 
same basis as those without disabilities. 
There are problems with intra country comparisons in this context, 
particularly with the definition of disability in national legislation and the numbers 
of people regarded as having a disability or impairment. The lack of a generally 
accepted definition, in combination with differences in national policies 
regarding disabled people, has led to the situation where each Member State 
has its own systems for defining the population of disabled people (European 
Commission, 2004: 16).  
Theoretically distinctions between definitions and accordingly national 
systems for defining the number of the disabled may be explained by different 
models of disability which are taken as the basis by the legislators. Usually two 
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basic approaches to disability are identified: the so-called medical model and 
the social one. The former has a long history and was prevalent for the majority 
of the 20-th century. As a sociological approach it was developed in the 1950s 
by the American sociologist Talcott Parsons who thought that ‘accredited 
impairment, whether physical, sensory or intellectual, is the primary cause of 
“disability”’ (Parsons, 1951: 442). 
In contrast to the medical model, the social model of disability ‘locates the 
“problem” of disability within society as opposed to on the individual’ (Moore, 
2002: 402). Its origins go back to the 1960s but Michael Oliver (Oliver, 1983), a 
British academic and disability activist, was the first theorist who made the 
distinction between these models explicit (Giddens and Griffiths, 2006: 281). He 
has attached particular importance to social and environmental barriers when 
defining disability as ‘all the things that imposed restrictions on disabled people; 
ranging from individual prejudice to institutional discrimination, from 
inaccessible public buildings to unusable transport systems, from segregated 
education to excluding work arrangements and so on’ (Oliver, 1996: 33). Since 
its appearance in the literature the social model has influenced significantly both 
disability studies and official policies on disability issues, although from 1990s 
onwards it has attracted some critique because of ignoring actually existing 
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medical problems that many disabled have to manage with (Shakespeare and 
Watson, 1997: 298). 
Analysis of legal definitions of disability in examined countries shows that 
although there are some distinctions in wording and differing levels of detail 
between countries, on the whole they interpret disability within the context of the 
medical model and associate it with the same key features: 1) impairment of 
different types that 2) substantially affects an individual’s ability to carry out 
normal activities. 
Thus, in Italy, for example, the widest definition of a disabled person is 
included in art. 3 of the Law No. 104/92. It provides that a disabled person is 
someone who has a physical, mental or sensory impairment, whether stable or 
progressive, which is related to learning, relationship or work organisation 
problems and results in a process of social disadvantage or marginalisation. 
According to official statistics (ISTAT, 2009: 13-111), more than 3 million people 
in Italy (5% of the population) are classified as disabled. In terms of 
employment, approximately 16% of working age disabled people are employed, 
compared to 55.1% of working-age non-disabled people (ISTAT, 2014), 
showing a 39.1% employment gap. Taking into account the lack of statistical 
certainty partly because of an approach which relies upon a medical model and 
the problem of having old statistics, some consider that at the moment in Italy 
6 
 
probably there are more than 4 million disabled people rather than 3 million as 
ISTAT certified ten years ago (Angeloni, 2010: 40-43). 
In Russia, a person with a disability (rus. invalid) is legally defined as ‘an 
individual who has a health problem involving persistent disorders of bodily 
functions due to disease, trauma, or defects, leading to limited capability and 
calling for their social protection’ (Section 1, Federal Law ‘On Social Protection 
of People with Disabilities in the Russian Federation’ of 1995). According to 
official statistical data, at present slightly less than 13 million people (about 10% 
of the population) are officially regarded as disabled in Russia, including 3.8 
million of working-age (about 30% of the total number of disabled) (Federal 
State Statistics, 2015). In employment terms, about 28% of working-age 
disabled people are in employment (Ministry of Labour, 2015), although 
unofficial data suggests that it might be half as much (Bel’kova, 2012: 4). This is 
compared to some 75% of working-age population in general (Ministry of 
Labour, 2013) so creating about 47% employment gap.  
In the UK disability is now defined (although there was a different definition 
in the Disabled Persons (Employment) Act 1944 which introduced the disabled 
quota system) as having a physical or mental impairment and where the 
impairment has a substantial and long-term adverse effect on an individual’s 
ability to carry out normal day to day activities (Section 6(1), Equality Act 2010). 
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Over 11.6 million people are regarded as having a limiting long term illness, 
impairment and disability (almost 20% of the population) and some 5.7 million of 
those are of working age. In employment terms some 46.3% of working-age 
disabled people are in employment compared to some 76.4% of working-age 
non-disabled people, so creating a 30.1% employment gap (UK Office for 
Disability, 2014: 1). 
Despite any commonalities in the definitions, the statistical outcome differs 
greatly between these three countries, with 5% of the population being regarded 
as disabled in Italy, compared to 10% in Russia and almost 20% in the UK. This 
is reflected in the percentage of disabled people of working age who are 
regarded as being in employment with just 16% in Italy, 28% in Russia and 46% 
in the UK.  
 
Quotas 
 
A quota as an obligation to employ a specific number or proportion of persons 
of a particular group and is traditionally examined within the concept of 
affirmative action. In broad terms, the American term ‘affirmative action’ as well 
as its alternative ‘positive action’ which is favoured in the EU context (McHarg 
and Nicolson, 2006: 1-2) means a policy or a programme providing access to 
education, employment, health care or social welfare for people of a minority 
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group who have traditionally been discriminated against, with the aim of 
creating a more egalitarian society (Mooney and Cotter, 2007: 9-10). 
Preferential treatment in the form of quotas or other means of positive 
discrimination thus targets structural or institutional discrimination which is one 
of the major obstacles to the equalisation of opportunities for disabled people 
(Degener, 2005: 93). Here we examine the subject in relation to workers with a 
disability, but affirmative action is not a concept confined to such workers. In the 
US, for example, the historical use of ‘affirmative action’ to overcome racial 
imbalances in employment and education sometimes involved using quotas to 
ensure the recruitment of minorities and in Europe, in recent years, there has 
been much discussion about applying such quotas to the employment of 
women at senior levels within enterprises (EIRO, 2012).  
Employment quotas for those with a disability originated with hiring 
veterans after World War I when employers were encouraged, and in some 
cases obliged, to employ a specific percentage of disabled war veterans 
(Waddington, 1995: 111). The rationale then was compensatory, fulfilling the 
duty towards those who became disabled after placing their lives in danger for 
their own countries (Kulkarni, undated: 10). The high unemployment rate 
amongst disabled veterans during the inter-war years suggested that a 
voluntary approach was to large extent unsuccessful and led most Western 
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European countries to accept an obligation based quota system after World 
War II. These second generation quotas were ultimately extended to cover not 
only ex-soldiers, but also the disabled civilian population as a whole and now in 
the EU, for example, the majority of countries have some form of quota system 
for employing people with disabilities, including Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, 
Cyprus, The Czech Republic, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, 
Italy, Lithuania, Luxemburg, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, 
Slovenia and Spain. Only Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Iceland, Latvia, The 
Netherlands, Norway, Sweden and the United Kingdom do not have such a 
system (Greve, 2009: 14). 
‘A consequence of this extension was that the concept of a quid pro 
quo societal duty, which had existed when the [quota] systems were exclusively 
targeted at veterans, was lost, and the new quotas became part of overall 
national social-welfare policy’ (Waddington and Diller, undated). As a result, by 
the 1960s they become located in an extensive network of employment welfare 
legislation which largely shifted the focus from the causes of impairment to the 
means of rehabilitation, including the establishment of special education 
systems, medical and vocational rehabilitation and institutionalised care. In fact, 
‘for the first time, people with disabilities became rights-holders, at least in terms 
of welfare rights, but at the high price of exclusion’ (Heyer, 2005: 242). In the 
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sphere of employment, this is partly reflected in a general perception of the 
disability quota system as being an attitude of ‘charity’ towards the disabled 
(Hodges-Aeberhard and Raskin, 1997: 2-3) since it is based on the belief that 
without some form of the legislative intervention, they would not be able to get a 
job in the open labour market. This belief, in turn, is grounded on two related 
assumptions. The first one is that employers would not hire large numbers of 
disabled people unless they are required to do so. And the second one is that a 
large number of people with disabilities are unable to compete with their non-
disabled counterparts for jobs on an equal basis because they are treated by 
employers as less valuable economically and less productive (Waddington, 
2000: 34). ‘The implicit assumption is that without quotas employers are turning 
away disabled workers, either because of discrimination, a perception that they 
are not as productive as non-disabled workers, or the unwillingness to bear the 
costs needed to accommodate disabled workers so they could be equally 
productive’ (Mont, 2004: 20).  
Much research conducted to date has shown that generally employers 
treat the quota system as acting against good economic sense and, as result, 
are disposed to resenting and circumventing it in a variety of ways (Hodges-
Aeberhard and Raskin, 1997: 2-3). Thus, for example, in Austria in 2005 only 
30% of companies complied with the quota of 4% and in Spain in 2008 only 
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some 14% of businesses employing more than 50 workers were able to meet 
their quotas (Greve, 2009: 14). 
It is suggested that some employers appear to prefer simply to pay a fine 
instead of employing persons with disabilities. Others attempt to fulfill their 
quota obligations but the disabled workers are paid minimum rates to stay 
home, maintain peripheral work, or are segregated into low-level work with 
minimal responsibility (Stull, 2014: 107). Disabled workers who are employed 
within the quota system are sometimes not promoted since the quota system 
gives emphasises employment, rather than trying to ensure equal opportunities 
(IDA, undated).  
In the 1970s, the employment quota approach as well as the medical (or 
individual/welfare model) of disability that underlies it became the target of 
growing criticism from a new generation of disability advocacy groups that were 
largely composed of and led by disabled people themselves. They doubted the 
assumptions which formed the basis of the employment quota system and the 
entire medical model which relies on the assumption that disability is the result 
of a defect or ailment in an individual that makes him or her unable to function in 
society or to compete in the labour market. Instead of this, a fundamentally 
different understanding of disability was proposed which is now known as the 
social model of disability (Kelemen, 2011: 202). The social model redirects 
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attention from individual impairments to ‘the defects in the design of the built 
environment or transport systems that restrict [his or her] social inclusion’ 
(Oliver, 2013: 1024-1026). Within the social model ‘measures of disability would 
focus particularly on the physical, social and economic disabling barriers 
experienced by disabled people and the impact of antidiscrimination policies’ 
(Barnes and Mercer, 2006: 36).  
There is some contradiction between the maintenance of quota systems 
and the shift towards antidiscrimination employment policies (Greve, 2009: 14) 
since ‘quotas coincide only to a limited extent with the principle of equal access 
and equal chances for all or with the social model of disability’ (Fuchs, 2014: 3). 
However, many countries, including those in the EU, have developed a 
biopsychosocial model which attempts to integrate both models of disability 
(Parkin et al., 2011: 8) and emphasises measures aimed at the prevention of 
discrimination in addition to quota systems (Fuchs, 2014: 3). Non-discrimination 
legislation, whilst contributing to the safeguarding of disabled persons who are 
in the labour market, is not effective in promoting entry into the labour market 
(IDA, undated; Nagae, 2015: 73). Moreover, frequently disabled people 
themselves are in favour of the quota systems, identifying ‘the problem with 
such schemes as weak enforcement and lack of sanctions for employers who 
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do not meet their obligation, rather than with schemes per se’ (Waddington, 
2000: 34).         
 
Country comparisons 
Quota systems in the three countries considered here are not the only means 
by which the state attempts to tackle discrimination against employment 
discrimination concerning disabled workers. There are also other anti-
discrimination measures in place which, of course, make it more difficult to 
judge the effectiveness of that part of the policy that includes a quota system. In 
Italy and the UK quotas were introduced in the post Second World War 1940s 
whereas in Soviet Russia they existed from the mid-1960s. In Italy the quota 
system transitioned in 1999 to a focus on effective placement, rather than just a 
compulsory placement model. Laws were further introduced (as late as 2012) 
widening the scope of the quota system as well as providing much needed 
protection against disability discrimination. In modern Russia the quota system 
has also developed since the Soviet era.  Notwithstanding the notable lack of 
consistency in the reforms policy, eventually they were aimed at expanding the 
scope of the disability quota system on the one hand and introducing the 
additional control measures for employers on the other. Some supplementary 
steps to discourage discrimination on the basis of disability were taken very 
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recently as well. In contrast to the continuing quota trajectory for Italy and 
Russia, the UK abandoned its quota system in favour of a general anti-disability 
discrimination law in 1995. Its quota system fell into disrepute as a 
consequence of employer hostility, disability campaigner’s scepticism and 
ineffective enforcement. Indeed, some of these characteristics are a common 
feature for all three countries, particularly the opposition of employers and the 
lack of effective sanctions and a reluctance to enforce them. More importantly is 
the question as to whether the various policies are more akin to a medical 
approach to disability rather than a social model one.  
Here we consider in more detail the trajectory of the measures adopted in 
each country in order to understand the role of the quota system. 
 
Italy 
Italy introduced the first measures to assist disabled people after the Second 
World War (1948) when the Republic Constitution came into force. Integration 
at work of the disabled was promoted by way of Law No. 482/68 on compulsory 
hiring and Law No. 118/71 laying down provisions for injured workers and some 
categories of disabled workers (La Macchia, 2009) which represented the first 
attempt to bring together the main provisions protecting people with disabilities. 
This law was intended to offer protection by requiring private and public sector 
employers to hire a certain number of disabled workers, irrespective of their 
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reduced ability to work in relationship to the employers’ actual needs. However, 
such an approach was soon considered dated and deemed as illogical by both 
employers and employees, for it drew on the concept of “disability” as a 
permanent—and somehow degrading—impairment, which was overcome over 
the years. Dissatisfaction with this state of affairs led to a number of 
amendments to relevant provisions.  
Law No. 68 of 12 March 1999 on the rights of people with disabilities 
(Cinelli and Sandulli, 2000: 125-163) changed the approach adopted to deal 
with access to employment and social integration for this category of workers 
(Battafarano and Fontana, 2001). The new provisions, which were really a 
compromise between the wishes of government and the demands of disabled 
people, provided for a number of initiatives aimed at employment promotion and 
job creation (Santoro Passarelli and Lambertucci, 2000: 1351). The new law 
marked a shift from ‘compulsory hiring’ to ‘effective placement’, through which 
the disabled are involved in job-searching, as well as employers and social 
partners who assist in accessing employment. Providing ‘effective placement’ 
was the underlying principle for the whole body of law enacted in 1999. Here, 
‘effective’ meant employing disabled workers in the most suitable occupation, 
by assessing their ability to work and evaluating their skills and potential.  The 
obligation placed upon the employer to hire disabled workers — alongside the 
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administrative sanctions to be paid in the event of non-compliance with such a 
requirement—has nevertheless remained untouched, in order to safeguard their 
rights in terms of social assistance.  
Article 3 of Law No. 68/1999 extended the number of employers obliged to 
hire disabled people to those with more than 15 employees.  In moving away 
from compulsory hiring to effective placement, certain requirements are no 
longer enforceable, nor are penal sanctions resulting from non-compliance with 
these obligations. Failing to hire disabled workers is not a criminal offence, but 
just produces liability for compensation. It is significant in this connection that 
the employer, who is under the obligation to hire disabled workers, is liable for 
any damages resulting from an unjustified failure to hire them. Such liability, 
resulting from the employer breaching his or her obligation to recruit disabled 
workers, continues to apply until the end of the obligation.  
Law No. 92/2012 introduced some major amendments to ensure the 
dignity of disabled workers by reducing abuses towards them, increasing job 
opportunities, and easing their entry into the labour market (Giovannone and 
Innesti, 2012: 431). It made a major amendment by widening the number of 
workers serving as a starting point to calculate the compulsory quota of 
disabled workers. The new provisions established that, for the purposes of 
determining the number of positions reserved for disabled persons, all salaried 
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workers should be included, as well as all those employed under limited-term 
contracts.  
Thus in Italy, although there is legislation to promote the employment of 
people with disabilities, there are important deficiencies. The majority of 
employers are more willing to be sanctioned and pay a fine than to hire a 
person with an impairment of any sort. Effectively, it is sufficient to present a 
self-declaration to dispense with the statutory obligation to recruit people with 
disabilities. A change of mentality is required. As well as more effective 
penalties and subsidies for employers, the integration of disabled people should 
be seen as an opportunity and not only as an obligation. 
 
Russia 
Strictly speaking, in Russia, the quota scheme for the disabled existed even in 
the Soviet period (Bliss, 1997: 269). Initially, the quotas, at the rate of up to 2% 
of the workforce of the enterprise, were introduced in 1965 for the disabled 
veterans of World War II. In 1976 they were extended to all the disabled 
(Zhavoronkov, 2014: 144).  
In the period of so called perestroika, the particular vulnerability of 
disabled people in the course of economic reforms (Tkachenko et al., 1997: 86) 
as well as the low effectiveness of the established quota scheme which did not 
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imply any effective sanctions in the case of non-compliance (Dunn, Dunn, 1989: 
226) (Phillips, 2010: 69) has led to the transformation of the plain disability 
quota system into the levy-grant one. From 1990, if the enterprise with 20 or 
more employees did not fulfill the quotas which rate was increased from ‘up to 
2%’ to ‘at least 5%’, it had to reimburse some state expenses on job placement 
program for the disabled and financial aid to them. Besides the disability quota 
system, tax benefits for hiring disabled people as an additional measure to 
promote their employment were stipulated by law.  
After the dissolution of the USSR, the Russian legislator has abided by the 
disability quota system within the levy-grant model set by Soviet legislation but 
changed its scope and the quota rate. In accordance with the Federal Law ‘On 
Social Protection of People with Disabilities in the Russian Federation’ of 1995 
all public and private organisations with more than 30 employees were obliged 
to hire at least a 3% quota of disabled people. In the case of non-compliance, 
the organisations had, for every disabled person who was not placed in a job, to 
pay a sum to the Federal State Fund of Employment. Some tax breaks for hiring 
the disabled were also preserved.   
Within the following twenty years, the legislative provisions aimed at 
promotion of employment for disabled people have been changed repeatedly, 
but not always sequentially. Thus, in 2001 the regions were authorized to 
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specify the quota rate at between 2 and 4% as well as determine the rate and 
method of organisations’ payments for failure to comply with the quotas which 
were to be remitted to the regional budgets. The designated purpose of these 
payments was not stated, which appeared to clash with the idea and aim of the 
levy as a means ‘to encourage employers to meet their quota target, not to raise 
revenue’ (Thornton, 1998). Moreover, most tax benefits for hiring disabled 
people were abolished, partly as result of their misuse by some employers who 
‘hired’ people with disabilities without any expectations of their actual work. In 
return for such ‘collaboration’ the disabled received just a measly salary 
(Lupanova, 2002).  
The amendments of 2004 maintained the quota limits but simultaneously 
established that they should be applied only to organisations with more than 
100 employees. Such a considerable narrowing of the quota system’s scope 
was under extensive criticism since many disabled people treated small and 
medium-sized businesses as the most likely sources of job placement 
(Gontmakher et al., 2009: 43) (Romanov et al., 2009: 13). Other novelties which 
have not got public support included the abolition of tax benefits for most 
specialised enterprises employing the disabled and the removal of payment for 
non-compliance with the quotas to the regional budgets. As a result, a light 
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administrative fine has become the main sanction for those enterprises which 
did not fill the quotas.    
Afterwards, the legislator took into account some of the aforementioned 
considerations. Thus, in 2013 it was stipulated that, for employers with between 
35 and 100 employees, the regions may establish the quota of disabled people 
of up to 3%. During the same year, a few additional control measures for 
employers as well as some toughened their responsibility for disregarding the 
relevant law were introduced. Such amendments, quite predictably, were not 
supported by employers who treated them as putting pressure on business. As 
a result of the strong resistance to the quota system, many disabled people 
hired within this scheme suffer from different types of discrimination. In some 
cases employers pay them just minimum wages and/or de facto do not allow 
them to exercise job duties (Kuznetsov, 2001: 108-113) (Dzhioev, 2006: 278).  
Despite these problems and the statistical data which does not confirm 
the positive results of the quotas, one can say that in modern Russia they are 
treated as one of (if not the) main means to promote employment for the 
disabled (Novikov et. al, 2006: 10). Taking into account the relative lack of an 
employment-related rights mentality that can prevent not only enactment of 
disability discrimination legislation (Burgdorf, 1998: 5) but also its effective 
enforcement, it is reasonably doubtful that, at least, at the present stage non-
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discrimination provisions may be perceived as the only measure for resolving 
the issue. Nevertheless, the state acknowledges their importance as an 
additional policy solution. It is confirmed, in particular, by the amendments to 
the Federal Law of 1995 which took effect from the beginning of 2016. 
According to them, a separate section providing a direct ban on disability-based 
discrimination in all spheres of life was incorporated into the law. Before these 
amendments, the Russian legislation did not contain any specific prohibitions 
aimed at discrimination against disabled people although there was (and still is) 
the principle of legal equality for everyone fixed by the Constitution of the 
Russian Federation of 1993 (Section 19) as well as a general ban on 
discrimination in the sphere of employment placed by the Labour Code of the 
Russian Federation of 2001 (Section 3).   
  
The UK 
Like many other countries the UK introduced measures to assist disabled 
servicemen in the 1940s. The Disabled Persons (Employment) Act 1944 was 
adopted following a government committee report (Tomlinson, 1943). Section 
1(1) of the Act focussed on the impairment by defining a disabled person as ‘a 
person who, on account of injury, disease, or congenital deformity, is 
substantially handicapped in obtaining or keeping employment, or in 
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undertaking work on his own account, of a kind which apart from that injury, 
disease or deformity would be suited to his age, experience and qualifications’.  
Private sector employers of 20 or more were required to employ at least a 
3% quota of registered disabled people. Public employers were not bound by 
the Act but agreed to accept the same responsibilities. Registration as a 
disabled person was an individual’s choice but only those who were registered 
could benefit from the advantages of being included in the quota (Doyle, 1993: 
83). Employers were required to keep records of their operation of the quota. If 
they employed less than the quota, they had to give preferential treatment to 
disabled applicants. Employers were not permitted to recruit non-registered 
disabled employees without a permit from an office of the Employment 
Services, in theory issued only where there were insufficient registered disabled 
people to fill the positions in question. An employer acting contrary to this law, in 
taking or offering to take into employment a person not registered as disabled, 
committed an offence and was liable to a fine. 
Such a piece of legislation can be regarded as a blunt instrument which 
did not take into account the make-up of the working population in firms of 
different sizes and occupational groups (Bolderson, 1980:184-186). Mostly, 
however, there seemed to be a lack of willingness of successive governments 
to enforce the legislation. It was the government minister who was required to 
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decide if action should be taken against an employer who took on a non-
registered person when they were below quota. Between 1949 and 1975 there 
were only six prosecutions which resulted in five convictions and negligible 
fines. It was also an offence to fail to keep, preserve or produce records and the 
one case that was brought in 1948 was dismissed (Thornton and Lunt, 1995: 
10). 
The Act declined in effectiveness during its entire period in effect, both in 
the number of disabled people who registered, because they saw a 
disadvantage in being registered, and in the number of employers who met their 
quota obligations. The numbers of disabled people who were registered 
declined to the level where it was impossible for firms to meet their quota 
targets. In 1950 the number of registered disabled people reached its peak at 
936,196 and by 1990 it had fallen to its lowest level of 355,591. In 1994, when 
the system came to an end, it stood at 374,182 (Thornton and Lunt, 1995: 12). 
Thus a system that was introduced to help disabled people was clearly seen by 
the majority of such people not to offer any advantages or, at least, advantages 
compared to any perceived disadvantages.  
The long-term decline in the numbers of people registering, it was 
suggested (Barnes, 1991 in Thornton and Lund 1995: 12), was a vicious circle. 
‘Disabled people did not register because they believed it a waste of time, and 
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Department of Employment policy in failing to enforce the quota simply 
confirmed that belief’. As for employers, many were unaware of their 
obligations. Government research published in 1990 found that over one-
quarter of respondents had not heard of the quota scheme. This was especially 
true of smaller employers, where over 40% of those employing between 20 and 
99 employees were ignorant of the scheme (Morrell, 1990 in Thornton and 
Lund: 12). Given the lack of enforcement, the decline in those registering, and 
those who were unaware of the scheme it is no surprise that there was a steady 
decline in the number of employers who fulfilled their quota.  
By the end of the period it was less than one in five employers who did so. 
The ease of obtaining a permit to employ people who were not disabled is also 
shown. By the 1990s the majority of employers were in receipt of such a permit.  
 
Discussion and conclusions 
In this paper we have attempted to isolate the issue of disability quotas but 
accept that they are only part of the overall policy adopted by the three 
countries considered here and by many other states. There are other important 
incentives for employers through the tax system or through direct financial 
assistance which may support the employment of people with disabilities. There 
is also considerable financial support for disabled people although an OECD 
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report (OECD, 2010) showed that there is a heavy bias towards passive 
spending amounting at up to 95% of disability financial support in many 
countries. Many countries will also have anti-disability discrimination measures 
which will also play an important part. In a study of the effectiveness of 
employment measures all these policies will be relevant and perhaps the lack of 
empirical research into the effectiveness of quota systems generally is because 
it may not be possible to isolate one policy from all the others. Despite this there 
is a need to critically review, as far as one can, the usefulness and 
effectiveness of policies such as the use of quotas, particularly if they are 
considered to be part of a ‘medical’ approach which treats disabled people as a 
separate group rather than attempting to integrate them into the mainstream 
workforce. 
Perhaps the reforms carried out in Italy really focus on what is wrong with 
the quota system. As mentioned above the reforms introduced in 1999 by Law 
No. 68 on the rights of people with disabilities changed the focus of protection 
from compulsory hiring to ‘effective placement’. Thus it adopted a much more 
positive approach (although the quota system was still retained) and sought to 
involve the disabled as well as the social partners in the process of finding 
suitable work for those with disabilities based upon their skills and potential. 
Quota systems are concerned with numbers and do not necessarily reflect 
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either the employer’s needs for certain skills, nor the disabled workers true 
abilities. In post-Soviet Russia, as opposed to Soviet era, the government 
seemed to recognise the need for the integration of the disabled into 
mainstream society as a strategy which may work towards not only social but 
also economic goals. In the sphere of employment, the change in the state 
policy was reflected in the fact that notwithstanding the existence of some 
specialised enterprises, the legislators started to pay a lot of attention to the 
disability quota system as a basic tool to ensure job placement for people with 
disabilities in the open labour market. Interestingly enough the modern Russian 
quota system in a context of a market economy was fixed by law just a year 
after the approach was abandoned in the UK. One must be careful about 
comparing countries at different stages of policy development, but the attempt 
to develop a policy arising out of a much needed urgent requirement to help 
injured soldiers returning from war into a long term policy for assisting all 
disabled people into work can only be, at best, a partial solution. 
The issue with quota systems is that they send out a mixed message both 
to employers and to those with a disability (Waddington and Diller, undated). On 
the one hand they are told that the employment of people with disabilities is 
desirable but, on the other hand the message is that disabled workers are 
unable to compete for jobs on equal terms. The quota system is based on a 
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medical approach as well as on obligations and sanctions. It means that a 
disabled person is mainly treated as a problem and not as a potential asset like 
other employees. Thus, employers often hire disabled people only to fulfil the 
legal requirements. There is also a lack of penalties for those employers who 
fail to hire disabled people and perhaps it is too simple for employers to be 
exempted from the obligation, for example in difficult economic situations. At the 
very least sanctions need to be strengthened, but they must be accompanied 
with a change in attitude towards disability. In other words they need to be part 
of a wider package of measures.  
 
The Italian legislator in 1999 revolutionised the quota system adopting a 
much more positive and social approach to the integration at work of people 
with disabilities. It introduced the idea of ‘targeted employment’ which allowed 
disabled people to compete on the open labour market. The quota system 
introduced was part of a package of measures which included financial support 
for workplace adaptation, tax reductions and flexible work 
arrangements. Potentially, people with disabilities and the labour force in 
general have similar possibilities to enter or re-enter the labour market thanks to 
the national quota system and the labour market policy. Nevertheless, after 
sixteen years since this quota system became law the employment of people 
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with disability is still a big issue. The Italian employment rate of disabled 
working age is very low and the number of employers who do not meet the 
disability employment target and must pay a compensation fee to the specific 
fund has increased.  
In Russia, the history of the disability quota system which can be formally 
divided into Soviet and post-Soviet stages confirms the widespread belief about 
the low efficiency of the plain quota system. An absence of sanctions and de 
facto social exclusion of the disabled are the main reasons why legislative 
provisions regarding quotas were mostly “paper laws” in Soviet era. In post-
Soviet Russia, the disability quota scheme was transformed from the plain 
system into the levy-grant one but has shown quite ambiguous outcomes. On 
the one hand, around 380,000 disabled people are now placed within the quota 
system (Ministry of Labour, 2015). On the other hand, as a result of the strong 
resistance to the quotas which are generally considered by employers as acting 
against economic sense, many of them get unfavorable treatment of different 
kinds. It is doubtful if having quotas promotes decent employment for the 
disabled in a context of market competition where the efficient use of labour is 
considered as one of the key factors in making profits. Like the Italian situation 
a more holistic approach has been taken and there are some additional positive 
measures aimed at encouraging, as opposed to forcing, employers to take on 
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the disabled (tax benefits, reimbursement of expenses on the creation of 
specially equipped workplaces for disabled people, wage subsidies, etc.) and 
there seems to be a focus on access to inclusive education and vocational 
training for the disabled as a starting point in extending their appeal as potential 
employees. The UK of course abandoned quotas some 20 years ago and 
adopted a Disability Discrimination Act (1995) which made discrimination 
against disabled people in the labour market unlawful. It seems that the 
absence of a quota system has not disadvantaged the disabled compared to 
the other countries considered here.  
More importantly perhaps are two particularly interesting aspects to having 
a quota system. Firstly, it places an obligation upon a disabled person to identify 
themselves as a handicapped person and, secondly, it places an obligation 
upon employers to specifically recruit disabled people, rather than, maybe, the 
most appropriate person for the vacancies being recruited for. Both of these 
obligations are questionable because they isolate the disabled person as 
someone different who needs work reserved for them because they are unable 
to compete with persons without a disability. 
Do quota systems make a difference? The statistical differences that exist 
are likely to be explained by the application of the definition of disability in the 
countries to the population, but perhaps the most useful statistic for the 
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purposes of this paper is the gap in the employment rate between those without 
a disability and those with one. This is about 39% in Italy, 47% in Russia and 
30% in the UK. What these figures show is that people with disabilities suffer a 
significant disadvantage in all three countries and that disabled people are 
much less likely to be in employment than those without disabilities (Jones and 
Wass, 2013: 990). They also show that countries with a quota system do not 
necessarily perform better in employment rates that countries without a quota 
system. It seems that, according to the limited data available, quota systems 
‘only lead to small net employment gains and at times can only be justified for 
equity reasons’ (Fuchs, 2014: 5). A study of Spanish employers using a 
regression discontinuity approach also concluded that ‘the impact of the quota 
system is rather low’ and that ‘the current design of this policy is not useful to 
promote the employment of people with disabilities’ (Malo and Pagán, 2014: 
62).  
It is difficult to be conclusive on the evidence available and there must be 
some doubts about the validity of the information we can use, e.g. ‘one reason 
for the lower relative [employment] rate in Italy – and other Southern European 
countries – is the relative lack of labor force participation. The barriers that raise 
unemployment can also serve to keep disabled persons out of the labor market 
in the first place, thus lowering measured unemployment. The gap between the 
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disabled and the non-disabled is even larger than the unemployment figures 
suggest because fewer disabled people are even looking for work’ (Mont, 2004: 
4). Importantly:  
Quota legislation, even in those few countries where it is effective, risks 
undermining the idea that people with disabilities should be employed for 
the same reasons as non-disabled employees, that is for their skills and 
talent. Employing people because of their disability in order to avoid the 
fees or sanctions foreseen in many quota-based laws could lead 
employers to treat employees with disabilities differently, for instance, 
offering fewer opportunities for career development (ILO, 2014: 11). 
 
Employment quotas send out mixed signals to both employers and to those who 
have a disability and in some ways are a relic of the medical model approach. 
On the one hand employers and people with disabilities are encouraged to 
believe that the participation of disabled workers in the open labour market is 
quite possible, whilst, on the other hand, quota systems are implemented 
because of the assumption that the disabled cannot compete in the open labour 
market: 
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In short, the message sent out is that most workers with a disability are 
less valuable economically and less productive, and that, if such workers 
are to be integrated in the (semi-) open labour market, employers need to 
be obliged to hire them. Given this inherent contradiction it is not 
surprising that European quota systems have in fact made little direct 
contribution to the employment of people with disabilities (Waddington and 
Diller, undated). 
 
Quota systems exist in the majority of EU countries and other states such as 
Russia. The quotas vary between 2 and 7%; but these policies in the EU exist 
alongside implementation of the Framework Directive on Equal Treatment in 
Employment and Occupation 2000/78/EC in relation to disability which is 
concerned about achieving equality in employment and freedom from 
discrimination (Fuchs, 2014; 4). In many countries therefore there will be anti-
discrimination legislation alongside the quota policies and it is really not 
possible to say which is more effective. It is possible to say that, for example, 
the UK does not have any worse record on the employment of people with 
disabilities even though it only utilises one of these two streams (quotas and 
non-discrimination). There does seem to be evidence that legislation requiring 
quotas of disabled employees may act as a catalyst for employers to adopt 
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policies which concern the recruitment and retention of the disabled (ILO, 2007: 
24), but, according to the World Health Organisation (WHO, 2011: 241-242) ‘the 
assumption that quotas correct labour market imperfections to the benefit of 
persons with disabilities is yet to be documented empirically, as no thorough 
impact evaluation of quotas on employment of persons with disabilities has 
been performed’. 
Perhaps the most self-evident statement to make after considering the 
approaches in Italy, Russia and the UK, and elsewhere, is that it is not possible 
to isolate the effect of the quota system on employment opportunities for 
disabled persons from other causal factors on the levels of employment or 
unemployment. These can include, for example, the size of the public sector 
and a broad range of government policies in relation to financial support for 
disabled people and other incentives might be relevant. Perhaps the conclusion 
should be that it is possible to argue that quota systems may help to increase 
the participation level of disabled people in the labour market, but it is the wider 
anti-discrimination policies that seem ‘to be more appropriate for the principle of 
normalization, ensuring disabled persons equal opportunities in society, 
because it promotes employers’ initiatives and social consciousness by means 
of environmental improvement, not employment obligation’ (Momm and 
Geiecker, 2006: not numbered).  
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